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In a special issue dedicated to "Design on the West Coast," Industrial Design magazine unwisely predicted that "despite the pleasant environment and the proximity of centers of scientific investigation . . . [the San Francisco Bay region] may never challenge Los Angeles for industrial primacy on the West Coast." 1 These words were written in 1957, and the editors may be forgiven if they failed to notice the founding in the previous year of Shockley Semiconductor Laboratories in an industrial no-man's land on the border of Palo Alto and Mountain View, or to discern, among the apricot orchards and walnut groves that dotted Santa Clara Valley, the shape of things to come. Within a decade the 30-mile strip of land bracketed by Highways 101 and 280 had begun its metamorphosis into what journalist Don Hoefler officially christened "Silicon Valley, USA." 2 Even then, however, the idea that the region was, or might ever become, an important center of design was implausible at best. In the public imagination, "California Packard fared no better with the HP-01 watch-calculator, a truly hideous marvel of minia turization whose 28 tiny buttons had to be pressed with a stylus built into the strap.
Even selling chips that went into consumer products (like televisions) was distasteful to companies that wanted to be at the forefront of technology. A handful of industrial designers worked in the corporate offices of HP, IBM, and Ampex, but they lived a marginal existence, working mainly on technical instruments created by and for engineers who regarded them with the utmost suspicion.
Inevitably, however, the fruits of Silicon Valley R&D began to filter outward to the consumer market, and the idea slowly took hold that designers might do something other than stuff electronics into sheet metal boxes. By the later seventies a loose-knit community had begun to form, As their collective confidence grew, and companies in the increasingly commoditized technology sector sought with growing desperation to differentiate their products from those of their competitors, designers lobbied hard to be brought into projects at the outset ("Phase Zero") rather than be handed an assortment of components and instructed to package them. They resisted the assumption of many clients (and all journalists) that designers are essentially stylists, and endeavored to climb higher and higher on the value chain and move further and further upstream (the astute reader will have detected the arrival of the MBAs). "Design services" evolved into "strategic services," and many designers found-somewhat to their own chagrin-that they were no longer relegated to the back of the bus, and in a few cases had moved almost into the driver's seat.
In contrast to the other great periods in the history of design-the Arts and Crafts Movement in 19th-century Britain, streamlining in Machine Age America-design in Silicon Valley was never defined by a style or a methodology.
Its distinctiveness lay in the fact that in this charmed sliver of inflated real estate designers were challenged to give form to the digital revolution that was transforming the texture of everyday life. What should a "modem" look like? How do we prototype the experience of a passenger purchasing an airline ticket online? What is the future of the book? What kind of curriculum will teach students that the real foundation of professional practice is no longer the Bauhaus mantra of "art plus technology" but rather "design research?"
The deflation of the dotcom bubble has given rise to most recent expression of the broadening base: the movementcelebrated by some and deplored by others-that has come to be known as "design thinking." 5 This latest addition to "California Design" holds that designers, over the course of their collective history, have evolved a set of intellectual skills that can be applied to a vastly greater range of problems than may have previously been supposed: not just the design of What should a "modem" look like?
